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Chapter 4
Bate’s Nativitas: the earliest known 
astrological autobiography
(Steven Vanden Broecke)
4.1. Purpose
Why did Bate write the Nativitas? Th ere are at least three possible answers to this 
question. Th e fi rst answer approaches the Nativitas as a didactic tool for students 
of astrology. One piece of evidence for this interpretation is the title given to Bate’s 
treatise in Paris, BnF, lat. 10270. Th is title reads “Book (…) on the inquiry into, and 
verifi cation of, an uncertain nativity through clues and events [happening to] the 
native after his birth”. Th is suggests a didactic treatise teaching prospective astrolo-
gers how to perform a posteriori verifi cation of nativities, in cases where the time of 
birth is determined with insuffi  cient precision — as was indeed the case with Bate’s 
own nativity. Another clue for the fi rst answer lies in the immediate reception and 
circulation of Bate’s Nativitas, which consistently points to the circle of Parisian 
astronomer-astrologers to which Bate belonged (see below, section 5.3). However, 
the evidence for the fi rst answer also has one major fl aw, in that the aforementioned 
title appears to be a later addition to Bate’s own text (see above, section 1.2.3).
A second possible answer emphasizes the immediate psychological benefi ts of 
the Nativitas to its author. Th is answer sets out from the closing analyses of the 
solar revolutions of Bate’s natal chart for his 35th and 36th years on the one hand, 
and the Segovia appendix on the other.136 More specifi cally, this evidence points 
towards a very specifi c biographical context as providing the immediate impetus 
for Bate’s exercise. Composition of the Nativitas began around the beginning of 
Bate’s 35th year, in the fi rst months of 1280. Th e text stops in March 1281, although 
a subsequent marginal note references health problems that only ceased in January 
1282.137 Th e aforementioned appendix also shows that this was a period of intense 
high-level negotiation about Bate’s ecclesiastical career.
Th is context explains Bate’s frequent refl ections, throughout the Nativitas, on 
the necessities and challenges of worldly advancement. We already saw how the 
opening sections of the Nativitas highlighted the role of princely patronage in ob-
136 Nat. 2782-3400 and App. I.
137 Th e opening section of the Nativitas refers to the revolution of Bate’s 35th year (23 March 
1280) as “now current and begun” (nunc instante et ingresso), see Nat. 318-319, 324. Th e versio altera 
(see “Appendix I”) discusses actual events in this year and ends the narrative around Th ursday 6 March 
1281 (135:97). However, in a marginal note, Bate mentions an injury of the arm, general weakness and 
recurring pains while Saturn was between Sagittarius 12°20’ (Bate’s ascendant degree) and the end of 
Sagittarius, i.e., from November 1280 until January 1282. See App. I 105-108.
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taining ecclesiastical benefi ces (see above, section 2.2). Th ese princely relations 
recur in Bate’s analysis of the fourth, seventh, and tenth houses of his nativity.138 
Interestingly, Bate presents these relations as the solution to a tension between 
the promise of material advancement on the one hand, and of diffi  culties and trib-
ulations on the other.139 It is therefore not unlikely that parts of Bate’s Nativitas 
functioned as a means of coming to terms with the actual events and tensions 
pervading his life as a high-profi le ecclesiastic with strong personal ties of support 
with Guy of Avesnes (see above, section 2.2).140
Th is interweaving of astrological art and personal life is confi rmed by evidence 
that Bate rewrote earlier parts of the Nativitas in light of the meaning they acquired 
during the events of his 35th year. One possible example of such rewriting occurs in 
Bate’s analysis of the seventh house, where he remarks that the opposition between 
the lord of the ascendant and Mercury (the lord of Bate’s seventh house) signifi es 
confl ict and adversity, especially from men of letters and merchants.141 Despite 
their obvious association with Mercury, Bate’s focus on the danger of merchants 
remains somewhat surprising, in view of his clerical status and overall mode of life. 
Our surprise is softened, however, when Bate later unveils that in 1280, certain “men 
of letters and merchants” from the circle of the queen of England were spreading 
malicious rumours about him.142
Our second answer also carries an important disadvantage. As we have seen (see 
above, section 2.3), Bate was not above censoring astrological signifi cations when 
these were too damning for his astrological self-image. Why do this if this was an 
intensely private exercise of working through personal fears and hopes?
A third answer also emphasizes the importance of 1280-1 as a crucial moment 
in Bate’s career, but highlights the potential worldly uses of the Nativitas. Indeed, 
the princely context of the Nativitas raises the question whether the intended pur-
pose of our text was a kind of medieval counterpart to the modern curriculum 
vitae. A specifi c audience of prospective employers interested in Bate’s philosoph-
ical and negotiating skills may be intended, for instance, where Bate emphasizes 
his facility and moderation in conversations and speeches,143 or where his soul is 
characterized as “perfect” with “reason commanding appetite”, showing that Bate 
“will always act with discretion and equity”.144 One may also consider how Bate 
naturalized his functioning as a churchman, princely counsellor, and semi-prophet 
138 See Nat. 1628-1629 (4th house); Nat. 1965-1969 (7th house); Nat. 2402, 2422-2423 (10th house).
139 Nat. 1620-1629.
140 See Nat. 2071-2072: “Non contristent ergo nimis hunc seruum Dei tribulationes et pressure”.
141 Nat. 1901-1902.
142 App. I 29-31.
143 Nat. 1073-1074, 1090, although a sextile aspect between Mars and Mercury threatened to have 
this collapse into indiscretion (Nat. 1158).
144 Nat. 1171-1173. At the same time, Bate acknowledged a tendency towards secrecy and conceal-
ment in the realms of knowledge, rumors, and books (Nat. 1059-1060; Nat. 2213-2214; Nat. 2248), but 
also towards verbal indiscretion (Nat. 1158).
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through Sagittarius, his ascendant sign,145 through Saturn’s retrograde motion,146 
or through Libra’s position in midheaven (see below, section 7.5).147 One important 
disadvantage of this explanation lies in the sheer prolixity and twistedness of Bate’s 
self-analysis. If the Nativitas was designed to instill trust in Bate among his courtly 
protectors and supporters, then it remains to be explained why he wrote the text 
in the way he did.
Some combination of these answers might point us in the right direction. In 
the last instant, however, it seems diffi  cult to avoid the impression that our second 
interpretation best matches the actual text of the Nativitas, which off ers a self-anal-
ysis that is both intensely personal, meandering and exploratory. Writing the Na-
tivitas allowed Bate to come to terms with the events and tensions he experienced 
at what was clearly an important point in his career.
4.2. ‘Autobiography’ and astrological meaning-making in the Nativitas
Th is exploratory nature in turn calls for caution when calling Bate’s Nativitas ‘au-
tobiographical’. What did it mean for someone like Bate to “come to terms” with 
events and tensions? What did it mean for Bate to compose an ‘astrological autobi-
ography’? Once again, our answer to these questions can only be provisional and 
incomplete. Nevertheless, it seems possible to point out at least three ways in which 
the Nativitas departs from our modern notions of ‘autobiography’, and in which it 
highlights some of the ways in which medieval life writing was diff erent.
4.2.1. Astrological judgment and self-guidance
Like all astrological analyses, Bate’s Nativitas was a judgment rather than a nar-
ration of life events. On the one hand, this means that we are fi rmly in the realm 
of practical reason and preparation for action. On the other hand, it also means 
that Bate turned to astrology as a kind of tribunal of the self, citing astrological 
authorities as one cites witnesses before a court. Bate is explicit about this in the 
introduction of the Nativitas, where he immediately characterizes the central goal 
of his text as “judging things that are his own (propria)” — more specifi cally “ac-
cidents and events”.
145 Nat. 830-832.
146 Despite Saturn’s retrograde motion at his time of birth, Bate managed to fi nd an interpretation 
that portended fortunate things for his soul (Nat. 946-948). On this basis, he went on to associate his 
nativity with the promise of prophecy, display of miracles, and the wondrous pursuit of sublime things 
(Nat. 949; Nat. 957; Nat. 959; Nat. 963-968). Further mention of sublime things at Nat. 998; Nat. 2212. 
Further mention of astrology and divination at Nat. 2252-2253; Nat. 2474.
147 Th e position of Jupiter and Saturn in Libra at the time of Bate’s birth announced his talents in 
mathematics, music and the arts of conviviality (Nat. 984-987).
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Th e problem for which astrological analysis off ered a solution was a coincidence of 
“my self” (meipsum) with its judge. Motivated by natural self-love148, Bate claimed, 
such coincidence led the self towards a “poor and unjust” (pravus et iniustus) judg-
ment. Astrological self-analysis organized judgment through an alternative rela-
tionship: that between meipsum and “the philosophers” (i.e., the astrologers). As 
an alternative to the “I” that is its own judge, Bate thus recommended a “faithful” 
following of the philosophers.149 Th e self could only assume the “offi  ce of the judge” 
(offi  cium iudicis) on this basis, eff ectively turning the mathematician who cast the 
necessary natal charts into “an extraneous other”.150 Bate thus portrayed astrolog-
ical judgment as a profoundly disinterested and philosophical art, which allowed 
the self to assume the voice of the philosophers in judging itself.151 Accordingly, Bate 
found that “the aforementioned philosophical teachings compel us [my italics]”,152 
or called on endless arrays of authorities to confi rm something which he already 
knew to be the case for himself.153
Over and above the task of detecting and inventorying personal qualities and 
future events, the Nativitas was ultimately geared for action. More specifi cally, it 
sought to assess the most prudent attitude that Bate should take in relation to the 
various possibilities signifi ed in his birth chart.154 One example of this is Bate’s 
apprehensiveness about the potential negative impact of Saturn on his soul – a 
theme to which he constantly returns in his lengthy discussion of the qualities of 
the native’s soul and the signifi cations of the second house in his birth chart (see 
below, section 7.5).155 Th e same applies to Bate’s interest in Mars: here too, we fi nd 
Bate carefully weighing and working through all the possibilities signifi ed by the 
red planet, craftily resolving these into the promise of a philosophical, temperate 
character instead.156
Th e theme of astrological self-guidance also shines through in Bate’s rambling 
investigation of the seventh house’s indications concerning marriage. Feverishly 
working his way through a wealth of contradictory signifi cations,157 we fi nd Bate 
slowly determining a position158 from which he can distance the prospect of mar-
148 For Bate’s emphasis on amor et odium standing in the way of recta iudicia, see e.g. Nat. 372-374; 
Nat. 1283-1284.
149 See Nat. 531-533.
150 Nat. 25.
151 Th e resulting attitude is exemplifi ed in, among other passages, Nat. 646-649: “Nam hic natus 
in principalioribus actionibus suis Mercurialis est. Accidentia quoque eius et euentus ab hoc non 
discordant, secundum quod superius aliqualiter tactum est et inferius palam fi et ex dicendis”.
152 Nat. 339.
153 Examples of this abound throughout the Nativitas. See e.g. Nat. 1061; Nat. 1149-1150; Nat. 1300; 
Nat. 1351-1353; Nat. 1355; Nat. 1426-1427; Nat. 1678; Nat. 2273.
154 See Nat. 2319-2320.
155 See e.g. Nat. 1023 sqq.
156 See e.g. Nat. 1091-1092; Nat. 1156 sqq.; Nat. 1201-1210.
157 See Nat. 1759-1825.
158 See Nat. 1851-1853.
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riage, under the aegis of philosophical advice on the mastering of the passions.159 
A third example is Bate’s frequent concern with the question of whether negative 
signifi cations signify fearful things or actual bodily impediment.160 Finally, it is also 
clear that Bate often used astrological authorities to deliver a more hopeful message 
about himself, whether about his relation to the passions or about his ability to 
withstand enmity and strife.161
Bate’s notion of self-guidance may also have carried a religious dimension. Th ere 
is, of course, Bate’s constant referral to himself as a “servant of God”: servus Dei or 
servus Dei gloriosi (et sublimis). Medieval hagiography often used the expression 
servus Dei to denote saints. However, it would be surprising to have Bate styling 
himself as a saint in light of his personal confessions throughout the Nativitas. It is 
far more likely that he took the expression from either the Nativitas of Richard of 
Fournival (see below, section 5.3.2) or from the title of Alcabitius’s Introductorius in 
the translation of John of Seville: “Libellus ysagogicus Abdilazi, id est servi gloriosi 
Dei, qui dicitur Alchabitius”.162
More relevant for the possible presence of a religious horizon in Bate’s astro-
logical self-understanding, are a number of passages in which he identifi es divine 
grace as one component of the negotiation of celestial conditions. Near the end of 
the Nativitas, Bate writes that “this servant of God will evade such evils, divine 
grace assisting”, and similar passages can be found elsewhere in the Nativitas.163 
Moreover, Bate at least once seems to suggest a role for providence in the very work 
of astrological self-analysis, when he claimed that a divine command (nutum Dei) 
led him to interview his mother before she died, thus securing essential resources 
for determining his precise time of birth.164 If nothing else, this serves as a salutary 
reminder that despite the capacity of medieval astrologers to develop a thoroughly 
naturalizing analysis of their situation, they also embedded such analyses in an 
ulterior horizon defi ned by religion.165
4.2.2. Particularity and notions of selfhood
A second dimension of the Nativitas’s notion of autobiographical life writing may 
initially appear to be paradoxical. Despite the stunning amount of personal detail 
that Bate uncovers by way of astrological self-analysis, one could argue that he lacks 
a robust notion of human particularity.
159 Nat. 1883-1896.
160 See e.g. Nat. 2885-2886, 2888; Nat. 2894-2895; Nat. 2943-2944; Nat. 2996, 2998, 3003; Nat. 3017.
161 See Nat. 1707-1709; Nat. 2065-2100.
162 See Burnett, Yamamoto and Yano 2004, p. 192.
163 See e.g. Nat. 124; Nat. 342; Nat. 3028-3029; Nat. 3372; Nat. 3388
164 Nat. 32.
165 On Christian aspects of Bate’s philosophical ideal, see the thoughtful comments of Guldentops 
2001b, pp. 675-681.
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Bate did use the fi rst person singular when denoting the object of his analysis, as 
when he uses the phrase “my own self” (memetipsum).166 On the whole, however, he 
appears to prefer third-person expressions like “servant of the glorious God” (seruus 
Dei gloriosi), “the native [whom we have before us]” (natus [quem pre manibus 
habemus])167, “he whose revolution this is” (hic/is cuius est reuolutio), this one here 
(hic aliquis) or “he who is under discussion here” (eum de quo est sermo).168 On the 
one hand, one can surmise that such language simply adopts the conventions of 
astrological judgment. On the other hand, such conventions may themselves rest 
on widely shared notions of selfhood.
It may be helpful to point out that pre-modern astrological discourse tended to 
reduce human particularity to human variety. Th e set of qualities that inhere in 
an individual human being qua irreducibly particular, were typically treated by 
astrologers as an epiphenomenon of a variable but universal human relation to an 
equally universal visible heaven.
One excellent example of this reduction is the famous astrological chorography 
of the second book of Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, where Ptolemy posits a basic and op-
timum relation of humans to the Sun, and then goes on to treat human diversity 
across the inhabited world as variety inside this universal model. Ptolemy thus 
traces the phenomenon of human particularity back to the variable temperatio of 
a universal celestial power. One could argue that, mutatis mutandis, this pattern 
also obtains in natal astrology, where human particularity is ultimately approached 
as the eff ect of one’s being born at one time rather than another. Th ere too, human 
particularity is reduced to (chronological) variety.
Astrologers thus premised their analysis of particulars on the notion that human 
particularity ultimately inheres in a single, universal model of humanity. Interest-
ingly, this squares with Caroline Walker Bynum’s penetrating remarks concerning 
the specifi city of medieval notions of human selfhood. Th e Middle Ages, Bynum 
reminded us, “did not have our twentieth-century notions of “the individual” or 
“the personality””. Looking inside of oneself was a quest for universal humanity.169 
Similarly, medieval autobiographical life writing approached human particularity 
as a springboard for exploring one’s relation to universal humanity. Conversely, 
Bate’s autobiographical exercise illustrates how universalizing astrological anthro-
pologies provided a quintessential starting point for exploring human particularity.
166 For other explicit fi rst-person references, see e.g. Nat. 89; Nat. 352, 359; Nat. 661; Nat. 1273; 
Nat. 3075.
167 Nat. 745-746.
168 E.g. Nat. 702 passim.
169 Walker Bynum 1982, p. 87.
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4.2.3. Th e inhabitable birth chart
Finally, we should say a few words about the relation between self and text in the 
Nativitas. Intuitively, one could be inclined to think of Bate’s self-analysis as the 
portrait of a ‘self ’ that exists outside and before the text. One might also surmise 
that this pre-textual reality provides the historian (at least in principle, if not in 
practice) with a benchmark against which to measure the objectivity or subjectivity 
of Bate’s analysis. It is true that many features of the Nativitas support such an 
interpretation. Th ere can be no doubt that confrontation with the authoritative 
signifi cations encoded in his natal chart, often moved Bate towards a process of 
public self-fashioning. We can see this happening when astrological indications of 
sexual proclivity or dandy-esque behaviour led Bate to censor relevant passages by 
Albumasar or Ibn Ezra (see above, sections 2.3 and 4.1).
However, this is not the entire story. Other features of the Nativitas seem to 
go in the opposite direction, and suggest that Bate’s self-analysis did not simply 
naturalize or authorize a self-portrait that was already in place. Quite to the con-
trary, self-analysis also assisted Bate in acknowledging and articulating less visible 
or attractive character traits, such as obsequiousness or the fact of having many 
friends, but few trustees.170
How can we describe this more ambiguous, two-way relation between self and 
text in Bate’s Nativitas? More than 600 years after Bate, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) 
confronted a very similar set of challenges when analysing his own dreams as the 
basic empirical material for Th e Interpretation of Dreams (1899). One of the key 
messages that Freud was trying to convey in this book, of course, concerned the fact 
that just as dreams were productions rather than representations, so the practice of 
dream-interpretation served life rather than knowledge of the self. Freud famously 
expressed this two-way relationship between life and interpretation, between self 
and text, in his metaphor of “the navel of the dream”. With this metaphor, Freud em-
phasized that interpretation was primarily a task of making dreams ‘inhabitable’ by 
their subjects. Th e entire point of dream analysis lay in personal meaning-making, 
not public self-fashioning. Th is may be a salutary consideration for anyone trying 
to come to grips with Bate’s Nativitas.
4.3. Precedents and reception
Henry Bate’s Nativitas is the earliest known example of an astrological autobiogra-
phy. Although Richard of Fournival (1201-1260) authored his own Nativitas before 
22 October 1239, it off ers little more than a determination of Fournival’s nativity, 
its main signifi ers and lots, and a basic overview of relevant primary directions and 
profections. A complete auto-analysis of the kind that we fi nd in Bate’s Nativitas 
170 See e.g. Nat. 1058-1061; Nat. 1350-1353; Nat. 1356-1357.
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is wholly lacking in the case of Fournival.171 Indeed, a subsequent commentary by 
Peter of Limoges shows Fournival’s text being used as the pedagogical basis for 
expounding and practicing various astrological operations and techniques.172
Another 13th-century astrological autobiography was authored, as David Juste 
shows in section 5.3, by William of Saint-Cloud in 1285. As we have seen, William’s 
Nativitas follows Bate’s Nativitas in all of the manuscripts containing the latter 
text, with the exception of S. William of Saint-Cloud’s text has neither incipit, nor 
title, nor explicit authorship.173 Apparently, he added his self-analysis to a copy of 
Bate’s Nativitas that he owned himself. Th is, combined with the further fact that 
William’s Nativitas uses Bate’s Tabulae Machlinienses alongside the Toledan tables, 
makes it very likely that the later Nativitas was inspired by the example of Bate.
Most of the evidence for the subsequent reception of Bate’s Nativitas comes 
from the fi ve known manuscripts of this text. Th e two Parisian manuscripts situ-
ate Bate’s Nativitas in the world of 15th-century astrological practitioners. BnF lat. 
7324 (P) was owned by the astrologers Louis de Langle and Simon de Phares (see 
above, section 1.1). BnF lat. 10270 (Par) was made under the supervision of Arnald of 
Brussels, the scribe and printer working in Naples, who had a particular interest in 
geography, astrology, astronomy, medicine and alchemy (see above, section 1.2.1.3). 
Th e Seville and Venice manuscripts both show how Bate’s Nativitas was available 
in the Veneto region in the late 15th and early 16th centuries.
Finally, a series of interesting references to Bate’s Nativitas appear in book IX of 
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s famous Disputationes adversus astrologiam divi-
natricem (1496). Pico appears to be referencing Bate’s Nat. 2642-2649 in Disputa-
tiones IX.7, and Nat. 775-778 in Disputationes IX.12.174 Another reference occurs in 
chapter IX.3, where Pico invokes the authority of Nat. 83-85 in order to attack the 
Ptolemaic animodar for rectifying nativities (see below, section 7.2):
“We also mention Henry Bate, a discipline of Albert the Great, who — examining 
his own nativity while hiding his name under the epithet ‘servant of God’ — said 
that Ptolemy’s animodar has been rejected by wise men. Others, like Aomar, have 
corrected, not rejected, this dogma while also disagreeing with Ptolemy”.175
171 Lucken and Boudet (forthcoming). Note that the only judgment made by Richard of Fournival 
concerns his length of life.
172 Lucken and Boudet (forthcoming).
173 Poulle 1964, p. 794.
174 Pico 1946-1952, vol. 2, p. 316: “Quod Hispanus, Abraam, praeceptor Avenazrae, et Henricus 
Batensis observant, non minus ex loco pronunciantes in quo planeta sit, facta per aequales gradus 
distributione, quam ubi communi more divisionibus annotates”; vol. 2, p. 350: “Henricus Batensis ob-
servat eam confi gurationem planetarum ratione locorum ut trigonus sit horoscopo qui locum quintum 
tenuerit, nulla interim habita signi ratione, atque ita de reliquis”.
175 Pico 1946-1952, vol. 2, p. 296: “Henricus Batensis, Alberti Magni discipulus, suam examinans 
genituram, quamquam nomine dissimulato servum dei se nominans, mittamus, inquit, Animodar 
Ptolemaei a sapientibus reprobatum; alii dogma non expungunt sed castigant, ut Omar, nonnihil a 
Ptolemaeo dissentiens”.
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Pico’s (incorrect) reference to Bate as a pupil of Albert the Great may have been bor-
rowed from Pierre d’Ailly’s astrological work (see section 3.3), which Pico certainly 
read. Th e reference to Bate’s Nativitas, however, appears to be Pico’s own. If so, it is 
possible that Pico learned of the Nativitas’s existence while studying in Paris (July 
1485-March 1486), or that he managed to acquire one of the Italian copies that were 
already circulating in the 15th century (see above, section 1.2.4).176
4.4. Structure and synopsis of the Nativitas
5-29 Introduction
30-346 Determining 
Bate’s ascend-
ant at birth
347-529 Casting Bate’s 
 nativity and the 
chart of the New 
Moon preceding 
his birth
530-2781 Judgment of 
Bate’s nativity
530-663 Determination 
of hyleg and 
alcochoden
664-750 Bate’s life 
 expectancy
751-1390 First house
751-756 Introduction
757-811 Complexion 
of the body
812-841 Form of the 
body
842-1390 Quality of the 
soul
1391-1505 Second house
1506-1523 Th ird house
1524-1648 Fourth house
1649-1702 Fifth house
176 See Dorez and Th uasne 1897.
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1703-1750 Sixth house
1751-2127 Seventh and 
eight house
1751-1896 Marriage
1752-1808 Nature of part-
ner and general 
modalities of 
the marriage
1809-1896 Whether a 
marriage will 
be concluded
1897-2127 Adversaries 
and associates
1897-2105 Adversaries
2106-2127 Associates
2128-2296 Ninth house
2128-2155 Introduction
2156-2273 Science, faith, 
dreams
2274-2296 Travel
2297-2544 Tenth house
2297-2397 Signifi cators
2397-2488 Dignities
2489-2544 Profession and 
talents
2545-2586 Eleventh house
2587-2628 Twelfth house
2629-2781 Manner of death
2782-3400 Revolutions of 
the 35th and 
36th year
2782-2792 Introduction
2793-3169 Revolution of 
the 35th year
3170-3400 Revolution of 
the 36th year
